A view of the railway station at Geok Tepe, ca. 1890
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Subsequent investigation showed that Lomakin’s attack had been ill-
conceived from the start. Instead of concentrating his assault on a par-
ticular portion of the fort, the walls of which were protected by steep
ditches, five battalions advanced along a broad front. Lomakin’s undoing
began with his neglect to coordinate or concentrate artillery fire in support
of the attack. Nor did he bother to form special groups of men to surmount
the fortress walls.’? The retreat suffered as well from dismal preparation
and a “total lack of unity of control.”’3 Furthermore, the eight Red Cross
wagons available to transport the wounded had a total capacity of only
sixteen men. When the demoralized column completed the eight-mile trek
back to its base at Iangi-kala, the men, who had not eaten for two days,
were on the brink of exhaustion.”

Impatient to expunge any psychological effects of the Russian defeat,
Miliutin urged the organization of a new expedition as soon as possible
(see map 8).75 General Adjutant Skobelev, most recently a hero of the Battle
of Plevna versus the Turks, took charge of the operation at the tsar’s
personal direction” and, in a style sharply different from that of Lomakin
and Lazarev, carried out meticulous preparations. Skobelev conducted
extensive reconnaissance of possible routes of approach from Krasnovodsk
and Chikishliar and chose Bami as the most suitable position for a supply
station from either direction. He further arranged resupply by sea and, with
diplomatic support, orchestrated the establishment of a supply point on the
Persian side of the frontier opposite Geok Tepe. An enthusiast of gadgetry
and technology, Skobelev brought along a water-freshening device as well
as the latest military hardware: machine guns, rockets, hand grenades, and
several heliographs.”’

In assembling his force, Skobelev applied the so-called ‘“Turkestan
proportions,” according to which a 200-man company had sufficient combat
power to match 1,000 disorganized Central Asians. Even a company, he
believed, if properly commanded was tantamount to a “moving Strasbourg”
in the context of Central Asian warfare.”? Skobelev was not one to rely
blindly on his own assumptions, however, and insisted on taking a small
expedition of 1,000 men on reconnaissance to the very walls of Geok Tepe.
Skobelev even staged a mock assault on the fortress. After firing 120 rounds
of artillery at its western face, Skobelev abruptly withdrew his force in
perfect order to the accompaniment of music.”®

In November, Skobelev began the actual expedition to Geok Tepe with
a force of about 7,000 men. As in 1879, the Turkomans retreated deep into
the Teke oasis and, finally, to Geok Tepe, where perhaps 35,000 men,
women, and children congregated.8? Skobelev first captured the village of
Iangi-kala, which controlled the water supply to Geok Tepe.

Before the storming of Iangi-kala on 18 December, Skobelev included in
his instructions to his officers a detailed assessment of the fighting qualities
of the Turkomans and practical advice for engaging them:
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Obstinate fighting is to be expected for local objects. The enemy is brave,
and skillful in single combat; he fires effectively, and is provided with a
good sidearm, but he operates in individual extended order, or in detached
bodies, but little obedient to the will of their chief, and, therefore, unfit,
notwithstanding their overwhelming numbers, for combined action and
manoeuvering in masses.8!

Under no circumstances would Skobelev permit the enemy to dictate the
terms of battle.

With the seizure of Iangi-kala, Skobelev methodically opened the siege
and assault on Geok Tepe (see map 9). Russian siege lines spread the force
dangerously thin, a situation Skobelev himself acknowledged. Fully realizing
that the Russians had difficulty manning their established lines, and thus
could never hope to impose a full blockade on the two-mile perimeter of
Geok Tepe, the Turkomans resolved to await the inevitable general assault
in which they hoped to repeat their success of 1879.82 Skobelev, however,
had no intention of repeating Lomakin’s errors.

Skobelev’s plan called for the detonation of mines underneath the walls
and a half-hour bombardment to precede an attack by two storming
columns. The Russians expected an intense and prolonged battle for Geok
Tepe as evidenced by the issue of a 2-day supply of rations and 200 rounds
to each soldier.83

The mines exploded according to plan at 1120 on the morning of 12
January, creating a breach of over forty yards in width directly in front of
Skobelev’s main column on the right flank. As the Russians penetrated the
inner fortress, large numbers of Turkomans withdrew to the hill of Dengil
Tepe in the northwestern corner of the fortress. A second Russian force
broke through a breach on the southern face of the fortress. Once within
the walls, the Russians encountered less opposition and greater panic than
expected. Thousands of Turkomans streamed out of the fortress toward the
north, while fighting continued within. Russian cavalry pursued the
fugitives and massacred combatants and noncombatants alike, killing some
8,000 in all. Approximately 6,500 Turkomans perished inside Geok Tepe.
Russian losses for the day’s action were 59 killed and 254 wounded. Total
casualties for the campaign numbered 290 killed and 833 wounded, and an
additional 645 men perished from disease.?4

Conclusions

The Russian victory at Geok Tepe extinguished the last effective
resistance to imperial rule in Central Asia, and the magnitude of the
slaughter left an indelible impression on the Turkomans as reflected in
subsequent recollections of a British observer, who commented: “Five years
later, when the railway was opened to Ashkhabad, and in the course of
the inaugural ceremonies the Russian military music began to play, the
Turkoman women and children raised woeful cries of lamentation, and the
men threw themselves on the ground with their foreheads in the dust.”’85
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Such commentaries by British commentators may have been self-serving
and even hypocritical, but the psychological impact of events at Geok Tepe
was nonetheless profound. The Russians encountered little resistance to
their rule in Central Asia and in Turkmenia, in particular, in the decades
prior to World War L.

Though similar in many tactical respects, Russia’s experience in Central
Asia differed in important ways from that in the Caucasus. Resistance in
Central Asia was never unified, and at no time did a charismatic leader
emerge to guide the disparate rebel efforts in a common direction. Given
the modest scale of Russian forces in Central Asia—the total infantry of
which never exceeded 31 battalions and the cavalry strength being far less
than that—the management of a populace of 5 million people over a vast
territory (roughly 3 million square kilometers) would have been extra-
ordinarily difficult had the opposition ever coalesced or had the indigenous
population ever engaged in widespread guerrilla warfare. General Skobelev
recognized such a potential in the region and argued strenuously that
Russia must act decisively and ruthlessly to prevent a prolongation of
hostilities. The general never failed to follow his own advice, and Russian
rule enjoyed an extended period of stability.86

Yet the absence of a genuine resistance movement in Central Asia was
due to more than Skobelev’s ruthlessness. Conspicuously absent in the
Central Asians, in comparison with the Caucasians, was the fusion of a
warrior spirit with religious zeal. The nomadic Kazakhs of the steppe and
the Turkomans of the Teke oasis were splendid and daring fighters but
were motivated almost exclusively by a desire to preserve their traditional
way of life. Their numbers were small, and their independent spirit
prevented them from massing their strength. Meanwhile, the great settled
populace of the khanates, though occasionally volatile, showed little passion
for fighting. Their religion, founded on a rich cultural heritage, did not
impel them to martyrdom. The ancient commercial centers of Central Asia
retained in some measure the cosmopolitan outlook of a more prosperous
age.

Russia’s absorption of Central Asia was of tremendous import to the
empire, both politically and economically, affording Russia complete domina-
tion of the Caspian Sea and its markets, strengthening Russia’s grip on
the affairs of Iran, and granting it new, valuable leverage in its affairs
with Britain. The legacy for the army, as in the case of the Caucasus, was
modest and short-lived. The sudden death of Skobelev, whose legend had
assumed heroic proportions, accounted in part for this fact. Officers who
served in Central Asia found no new theater to which they could transfer
their experience. Russia became increasingly entangled in European affairs
and in the competition for markets and influence in the Far East. Thus,
the perspective of Russian officers on the great campaigns of the steppe
and desert is perhaps best typified by this view expressed by a Russian
officer to an English correspondent, David Ker, of the Daily Telegraph:

Turkestan is to us what Algeria has been to France—a kind of training
school for more serious work. A good many of our young officers will learn
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their first lessons from this expedition, and will be all the better for it; but
taken altogether, Asiatic warfare is hardly a good school for European
soldiers. . . .87

Turkestan was, however, a good training ground for unconventional
warfare, as the Caucasus had been before it. The unnamed officer’s analogy
to it and Algeria was more apt than he knew. Just as the French were to
learn that unconventional enemies could exhaust the will and resources of
a powerful state, so Russia would discover in the twentieth century that
unconventional resistance by a highly motivated adversary is extremely dif-
ficult to extinguish by conventional military means.

The gulf between cultures on the frontier could not be bombarded away.
While failing to close this gulf, Russian administration gradually paved the
way for settlement and the intrusion of alien ways. In the aftermath of the
Russian Revolution of 1917, accumulated Muslim frustrations would fuel a
stubborn resistance movement that would test the collective wits of the Red
Army.

As an institution, the Russian Army never codified the lessons learned
in decades of campaigning in Central Asia. By World War I, the army of
Turkestan lost its distinctive character and became just another European-
style formation. The task thus fell to Red Army historical analysts to
resurrect the implied doctrine of Central Asian campaigning by combing
through military libraries for instructive articles and memoirs, even as
combat unfolded in Central Asia during the 1920s.
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